
that could cause serious (and uninten-
tional) offense are a lot easier to come 
across. Whether you’re doing business or 
simply entertaining friends, decorum 
always has its place—especially at the 
dinner table. 

GIFTS AND GOOD 
ETIQUETTE
“[The lack of] dining and table manners 
is the most obvious form of bad man-
ners,” says Alexandra—and she means 
more than just knowing to work your 
way from the outside-in when it comes to 
cutlery. No, good etiquette should begin 
before you’ve even walked in the door, 
the experts say: Aside from making sure 
you’re appropriately dressed for the 
occasion (it's always better to be over-
dressed rather than underdressed, 
Alexandra advises), a polite guest would 
never turn up to a dinner party empty-
handed. And believe it or not, bringing a 
bottle of wine as a gift isn’t actually the 
best option: “[Your host] will think that 
theirs isn’t up to scratch,” Alexandra 
warns, adding: “If you do take wine, 
don’t take it cold and ready to serve so 
they don’t think they have to serve it 
then.” In a region where many people 
don’t drink alcohol, Alexandra’s pre-
ferred gift suggestions actually work out 
very well for us living in the Middle East: 
“Flowers—sent in advance, pretty soaps, 

Mind Your

A s a former member of the 
British Royal Household to 
Queen Elizabeth II, it 
should come as no surprise 

that Alexandra Messervy is a woman of 
exceptional taste and conduct. With 25 
years of experience in etiquette, protocol 
and event planning for VIP residential 
households, charitable committees and 
various hospitality clients under her belt 
(including a consultancy with world-
famous finishing school, Lucie Clayton), 
Alexandra eventually decided to found 
The English Manner in 2001. Today, her 
company is the UK’s leading organisa-
tion for training in contemporary 
etiquette, protocol, the arts, social skills 
and household management and boasts 
four international associate offices, 
including a UAE outpost that opened 
earlier this year. 

In a city filled with great restaurants, 
parties a-plenty and more events than 
you can shake a cocktail napkin at, we 
know we’re not alone in admitting that 
sometimes navigating our way through 
the social scene can be tricky. The fact 
that the Middle East—and the UAE in 
particular—is such a melting pot of 
cultures and nationalities adds yet 
another layer of concern, since for every 
wonderful aspect of living among people 
from all over the world, there’s also the 
fact that potential misunderstandings 

Manners
scented candles or diffusers, chocolates, 
an unusual box of biscuits or something 
from a country  you’ve visited recently all 
work well,” she suggests. 

LEARNING TO MINGLE
Right, so that’s the gift taken care of. 
Then what? When entering a room, 
Alexandra suggests following the same 
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(table)
Teaching your children the basics of good manners is an essential 

ingredient of being a parent—but what about our own? While 
saying "please” and “thank you" is a given, having good table 

manners can be another story entirely... Words by Yi-Hwa Hanna

Hosting an afternoon tea? Have one fit 
for a queen with Alexandra’s top tips:

• Afternoon tea is traditionally held at 4 
o'clock in the afternoon.
• If you enjoy milk in your tea, opt for an 
English Breakfast or Darjeeling Indian 
variety of tea for the best flavour.
• Milk should be poured into the cup 
after your tea has been made.
• Savoury bites should come first, 
followed by scones and finally, sweet 
pastries are served last.
• Break into your scone as you would a 
piece of bread, rather than slicing it.
• Always apply cream to your scone first, 
before applying jam or preserves.

Fit for
 a Queen



  “The lack of dining and table 
manners is the most obvious form 

of bad manners that there is"
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rules one would apply when crossing the 
road, much like the UK’s Green Cross 
Code system advises: Stop, look, and 
listen first. Scan the room for a moment, 
looking for someone or something to 
interact with nearby so you don’t have to 
cross the entire room at once; if the host 
is within reach and readily available, 
greet them first, though if they're 
otherwise occupied or too far away for 
you to approach them easily, it’s not the 
be-all end-all. “Don’t barge into a conver-
sation—just hover on the sidelines until 
you are naturally involved in it,” Alexan-
dra says. If you’re hoping to network, it’s 
essential to move in and out of groups —
politely—by enjoying a couple of minutes 
of conversation before propelling 
yourself around the rest of the room. 

“Don’t stay with one group forever,” 
Alexandra says, suggesting that a good 
way to handle flitting around is to offer 
to fetch the person you’re speaking to a 
drink, before moving away. Alternatively, 
you can mention that you just really 
must go and see someone you’ve spotted 
on the other side of the room, but that 
you will be back to continue your 
conversation later on.

If you’re meeting someone for the first 
time, keep your handshake firm—don’t 
pump their hand up and down and hold 
it in a vice-like grip. “Many Americans 
grip in a very buddy-like way and that’s 
very incorrect. Make sure people you are 
meeting are at arm’s length, and extend 
your arm so there’s a very slight bend in 
the elbow,” says Alexandra, explaining 
that this strategy also helps to avoid any 
awkward cheek-kissing scenarios that 
may ensue. “Never [socially] kiss 
someone on the first meeting!” Alexan-
dra warns, explaining that this could 
lead to awkward situations wherein 
people from different countries expect a 
different number of kisses. She has a 
point: While in the UK many people 

While most of us don’t 
need a refresher course 
on the basics of dining eti-
quette (or we hope so, at 
least), it’s surprising how 
many people do commit 
these mealtime faux-pas. 
Read on for the non-
negotiable basics.

PLEASE PASS 
THE PEPPER
Don’t leap across 

the table to grab things—ask 
for someone to kindly pass 
them to you. Whether it's the 
salt and pepper or a shared 
plate, be patient, wait your 
turn, and ask for it politely!

1
CHEW YOUR 
FOOD, AND WELL
Always chew with 

your mouth closed, and don’t 
make rude noises like slurp-
ing, smacking or blowing 
sounds. Put down your fork 
between bites, and don't tear 
through your meal quickly!

3
PATIENCE PAYS
In smaller gather-
ings, only begin to 

eat aft er everyone has been 
served. In larger groups, wait 
until the 4-5 people around 
you are seated. Too hungry 
to wait? Break bread in bite-
sized pieces.

2

Dining Etiquette
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greet friends with one kiss on the cheek, in the 
Middle East a greeting is typically accompa-
nied by three or four kisses. Add to that plenty 
of other nationalities in the mix at an average 
dinner party in the region, and you’re looking 
at a minefield of potential awkward cheek-kiss 
dodges. Just remember to always have a smile 
on your face—don’t ever snub anyone, since 
first impressions really do count. 

WORKING THE ROOM
 “When at a work-related event, always 
introduce senior colleagues to junior 
colleagues rather than the other way 
around, and always include a bit of 
background about each person so they 
immediately have a hook for conversa-
tion,” Alexandra says. While this may 
sound like a familiar tactic to Bridget 
Jones fans, it certainly is a trick that 
works in helping to break the ice amongst 
strangers. If you have a tendency to forget 
who’s who after an extremely busy event where 
you’ve met many people, don’t feel guilty—it 
happens to us all. Instead, Alexandra suggests  
scribbling notes about a person on the back of 
their business card to help you remember 
them; this can be anything from “American 
redhead with black glasses,” to “tall and slim 
brunette with two kids,” for instance. If it’s too 
noisy to hear someone’s name when they’re 
introducing themselves, offer them your 
business card so they give you one in return. 
But this is only an acceptable practise in the 
Middle East, Alexandra warns—while this 
region is one of the exceptions to the rule, 
typically it is considered impolite or bad form 
to offer someone a business card when they 
have not asked for it. If you’d really like to 
share your card with someone, feel free to ask 
them for theirs—but if they don’t ask you for 
yours in return, and you’re outside of the 
Middle East, you’ll just have to accept the fact 
that they don’t want yours and it would be 
impolite to offer it. Fortunately, in this region 
it’s socially acceptable to offer your card upon 
greeting someone, but considering how global 

SWITCH OFF 
ELECTRONICS
Don’t leave your 

phone on the table during 
a meal, or at the very least, 
don’t answer it without apol-
ogising and saying “Please 
excuse me, I'm so sorry, but 
this is urgent.”

6
PAUSE, RINSE, 
REPEAT
Wait until you’re 

fi nished chewing and swal-
lowing food before speaking, 
or taking a sip of a drink. 
Slupring drinks up while your 
mouth is full is never a good 
idea, especially when talking!

7
SILVER RULES
Hold your utensils 
elegantly—don’t 

stab your meat or hold your 
fork like a pitchfork—and 
never place silverware back 
on the table once it’s been 
used. Instead, leave it on the 
outer rim of a plate.

4
ELBOWS OFF 
THE TABLE!
Don’t place your 

elbows on the table while 
you are actually eating. 
Gesticulating wildly while 
talking is also frowned 
upon in a sophisticated, 
fi ne dining atmosphere. 

5

the modern world is, it’s always wise to 
remember this. “Once you’ve received some-
one’s card, let them see you read it,” Alexandra 
says, explaining that this shows you value them 
and are genuinely interested in remembering 
them. 

POLITE CONVERSATION
Once you’re sat down and enjoying your meal, 
you can relax a little, but don’t forget to remain 
courteous. Alexandra suggests avoiding sex, 
politics or religion as conversation topics, not 

because you’re afraid of stirring up controversy 
but to avoid social politics—after all, you don’t 
want to embarrass your host. “Read one of the 
broadsheet newspapers on a regular basis to 
keep abreast of current affairs—not politics, 
but other interesting things,” Alexandra says. 

If you’re at the table with people you don’t 
know very well, be wary of interjecting 
humour until you know them better: Since 
different cultures have very different trigger 
points for offense, it’s better to tread carefully 
at first. Whether it’s science, arts, culture, 
theatre, sports, concerts or even the good old 
weather, there are plenty of interesting topics 
out there that won’t place your host in a 
potentially uncomfortable situation among 
vehemently disagreeing guests, she says. 

When the meal is finished, be gracious: 
“You shouldn’t leave the table unless you really 
have to, and if you must leave temporarily, 
place your napkin on your chair—don’t put it 
on the table unless you are finished with your 
meal,” Alexandra advises. Your knife and fork, 
meanwhile, should be placed at a 6 o’clock 
angle, with the knife facing your fork and the 
fork’s tines facing up. Finally, always remem-
ber to thank your host on the way out!

“Avoid sex, politics or religion 
as conversation topics, so you  
don't embarass your host”
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Based in Dubai, The 
English Manner's 
UAE-based office 
offers tutors and 

training for adults, 
children, business, 

schools and household 
staff. Visit www.

theenglishmanner.ae 
to learn more.
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